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Article 2

Lorie Donoho

CHRISTMAS PRESENTS
"What do you think Santa's gonna bring you this year?"
Uncle Jack asked.
"Oh, I don't know," I said. The whole time I was sort of
looking out the window. I mean, you couldn't exactly put a
pony in the living room, could you? I sort of imagined it out
there on the back patio with a big red ribbon around its neck.
My parents came through the door then, loaded with presents,
and there were many loud greetings through the house as Ned
and I slipped away to look at the tree.
"Hey, Norman, how are things on the farm?" my uncle asked
my father.
"This is Christmas," my. father groaned, "and for this one day
of the year, I'd like to just forget my problems."
"That bad, eh?"
I put the voices out of my mind, and now in the living room
all by ourselves, Ned and I gasped and oo-ed and ah-ed together
at the beautiful tree. We went through every gift beneath the tree,
tossing aside those which weren't addressed to us ..
"Look, Ned, here's one for you," I said as I lifted a"huge package
from the pile. It was wrapped in beautiful gold foil, and it made
me twinge with excitement, and a bit of jealousy.
"Wow, that's enormous!" Neg gasped, "it must be a good one!"
In those days, a good gift was determined by the size of the package,
and looking at this one, I knew Ned has a great one.
"That's not fair," I groaned. "All mine are either small or
medium sized." We kept looking until I spotted it. Wrapped in
shiny red paper, it was the biggest box I had ever seen, and what
made it even better was that my name was written on the tag.
"Helen, Ned, get away from those!" my mother scorned. "You
know we don't open anything or even touch any of the packages
until after dinner," she said.
And don't think that dinner didn't last long. I thought I'd be
sitting there forever, high atop the Chicago phone directory and
Webster's Dictionary. While the grown-ups talked over politics,
gossip and what kind of flowers they would plant in the spring,
Ned and I squirmed and kicked each other under the table. My
mother kept informing us that aside from Thanksgiving, it was
the only turkey dinner we'd get all year, and we should appreciate
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it. That would have been a whole lot easier had we not been
totally aroused by the idea of all those gifts we were getting.
When the last plate of rhubarb pie was cleared from the table,
Ned and I were the first two people sitting anxiously under the
tree.
"Get the movie camera, Jack."
"Stand over there, Nancy, yes, there by the mantle; that's
right, over a little to the left ... oh, that's perfect!"
"How can they be taking pictures now?" I whispered to Ned.
"How can they wait?"
"O.K.," said my Uncle Bert finally. "Who's going to play Santa
Claus?" Naturally, the deed fell to Ned. He always got to do
everything. As he got under way, I heard my aunt and my mother
both tell him not to give Helen the big package until last. I was so
excited-that
ment it would be a good one! I realized the pony
was out of the question now, but maybe it would be ice skates,
or the big doll I'd seen in the Sears catalog. They would be plenty
consolation, I thought.
"Here, Helen," my Aunt Elizabeth said. "This is from Uncle
Bert and me." She handed me a medium box-it would probably
be a medium gift. I kissed my aunt before tearing into the wrapping
paper. It was a nightgown, a plain, pinkflannel one. The material
was so soft and about twenty inches thick, and there was a lot of
lace and ribbon on it. It really looked very pretty there in that box.
"Thank you, it's lovely," I said. "Now, what's next?"
Someone handed Ned a package-it was his biggest one. I saw
my uncle focus the camera on him, so I figured he'd be pretty
excited upon opening it. Otherwise, why bother with the camera?
"It's not fair," I said to myself, and tears of envy came to my
eyes. Ned had by this time taken a beautiful, shiny new accordian
from its package and was playing a bunch of nonsense chords
while my uncle took his picture. It just wasn't fair that he got his
best gift if! couldn't have mine. It just wasn't fair. What a terrible
Christmas, I thought.
"Here, Helen," my aunt said, and I finally had my hands on the
shiny, red-wrapped package.
They had the camera on me too, now.
In no time flat the paper was off, and I had broken into the
huge box. I fumbled through a mass of tissue paper until I found
it. I looked up at my relatives with a question on my face.
"It's $25.00," I said in disbelief.
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"And what can a girl like you buy with $25.00?" my uncle
asked.
I smiled, overjoyed, and said in a loud whisper, "A pony."
It was spring before my father borrowed Harry Fuller's trailer
and took me out to Mr. Sam Bartlett's farm. He raised ponies and
horses and he was a friend of my father, so we'd be sure to get a
good one.
He let me ride on a whole bunch of different little horses and
ponies, black ones and brown ones. I'd have been happy and
proud of any of the lot, but then I saw the prettiest one of all.
She was different colored from the rest; she had a coat the color
of an apricot, with a tail and mane of creamy white.
"That's the one I want, sir," I said positively.
"Oh, honey, that's a pretty special little horse," he told me.
"I couldn't let it go for less than, oh, thirty-five or forty dollars."
My head sank to my chest. "Oh," I said as I fumbled with the
$25.00. "Well then, maybe that little black one with the white
boots."
The whole time I was looking at the little apricot colored pony.
Somehow, I could just picture myself riding on her through the
little field of clover and alfalfa that my father had planted up by
where our property line ends. I could picture her long, white
mane caught on the wind, and my light blond hair in the wind
as well. We would surely look lovely together.
"Helen, darling," my father said, "You go on out to the car
while I do some ... bargaining with Mr. Bartlett here, O.K.?
Here, give me your money. That's my girl. Now go on."
I sat in the car for about five minutes, at which time I could
hear the steps of six heavy feet. I looked out the window to see
my father leading the apricot pony up the ramp of the trailer.
After I had calmed down and stopped thanking him, my father
informed me that lowed my daddy ten bucks.
I named the pony APRICOTS, because it seemed fully logical
to me to name it for its most predominant feature.
"That's the dumbest name I ever heard," my brother told me.
"Apricots; boy, that sounds crappy. It's a girl's name."
"Well, Apricots is a girl," I told him, "and so am I, and I can
name my horse anything I like."
"Well," he said, "If you like crappy names."
I rather regretted naming it Apricots, but we ended up calling
her App and Appey and names like that.
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My summer days were outrageously happy ones. After my
chores were done, App and I would go down by the ravine where
my father's cows drank, or we would go up in the clover where I
practiced my trick riding. I was very good at trick riding-I rode
standing on App's back with no hands or reins. My Aunt Elizabeth
has pictures of me and App.
Ned used to think I should join the circus with Appey. He used
to pretend that he was the ringmaster, and App and I would ride
in circles in the barn while he yelled at the top of his voice.
"And now ... the part of the act you've all been waiting for ... "
Then, he would introduce me as Florence and her famous horse,
Florentino. The dogs were lions and tigers, and the cows were our
audience. I had never spent happier times than those, and I can still
remember falling asleep on warm summer nights, listening to the
music of Ned's accordian.
By October, Ned had to give up playing his accordian because he
was busy helping my father with the farm. Things weren't going too
well, I guess, and my father couldn't afford to hire help. My mom
and I helped of course, but it wasn't the same as having two men.
"I made a deal with Ed Ramsey," my father said reluctantly one
night. We were sitting at the dinner table and I was gobbling up
some mashed potatoes. "I'm getting his plow horse," he said. My
mother's eyes grew angry, but I didn't know why. "You know,"
he said, trying to convince my mother, "If we're gonna get any
work done around here at all this fall, we'll need that horse."
"I'm glad," I said smiling. "Now App will have a playmate."
My father raised his voice and said, "There will be no playing
around this farm. Everyone has to pull his load. If we keep on
playing, we'll all starve this winter."
"Why are you so mad, Daddy?" I asked. Then it came out.
"It's just that that damn pony has no place here on this farm
anymore. I'm sorry, Helen, but your pet has to go. We're trading
it for Mr. Ramsey's horse."
Mr. Ramsey and his son, Sheldon, came that next Friday with
Lucky, a big ugly plow horse. Appey and I were in the clover and
alfalfa, saying our good-byes, when I heard Ned calling from the
road below.
"Dad says come now. Mr. Ramsey's here."
"No," I said, "I'm not coming." I had no intention of putting
up any kind of a real fight, but at that point I was enjoying whatever indignation I could get away with.
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"Come on, Helen, don't be like that," Ned pleaded, "You can
go see App anytime."
"So what," I said. "She'll belong to Sheldon. It won't be the
same."
"Dad's yelling. He's gonna come up here and hit you if you
don't come down."
Ap and I ambled down the dusty little road and into the yard
where Mr. Ramsey and Sheldon stood. After the exchange, my
father shook their hands, smiling.
"Pleasure doing business with you, Norm," Mr. Ramsey said.
"Any time," my father grinned.
How I hated them at that moment. I hated them and I'd have
done anything to inflict any kind of punishment on them, physical
or otherwise. As much as I hated them when they were shaking
hands and smiling, I hated them even more while I watched them
walk down the road and away with Apricots. Her creamy tail
swished softly as she walked, and I saw her look back sadly at me.
I watched them walk until I couldn't see them anymore, I didn't
cry, because I had been instructed to be brave and to think of the
good of the family. Appey was of no help to us, but Lucky would
be a great asset. I remember how often I'd go to the bam and kick
that horrible, ugly old horse.
My father wasn't much more fond of it when it was put out of
commission by sores on its legs. He tried to bandage them up, but
nothing seemed to help and it was clear to all of us that the animal
was suffering. My dad finally had to call out an animal doctor. I
remember how I ran home from school that day, wondering what
was wrong with Lucky. I prayed it wasn't because I had kicked it
and stuff. I hadn't kicked it too hard.
"God damned Ramsey. I'd like to hang him from the highest
tree," my father was saying as I came in the house. He was seated
at the table with a cup of coffee.
"Mommy, what happened?" I asked. My father interrupted.
"Mr. Ramsey cheated me, that old ... "
"Norman!" My mother stopped him.
"How did he cheat us?" I asked.
"The vet was here today," my mother said. "It seems that Lucky
had a disease long before Mr. Ramsey gave him to us. The doctor
had to put him out of his misery, dear."
"You mean kill him?" I cried.
"And to top that off," my father answered, "He had to innoculate
every one of those damned cows. God, the money." But as he spoke
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on, my eyes became fixed upon him with a hateful expression.
"Y ou sold Appey for a dead horse!" I screamed, "You gave away
my horse for a dead one! I hate you!"
"Helen!" he yelled, but I didn't care.
"I hate you! I hate you!" I cried.
He suddenly grabbed me and gave me the hardest whack I've
ever had. "You respect me," he cried, "I'm your father!"
"I hate you!" I repeated over and over as I leaped up the stairs
two at a time. On my bed and crying, I could hear my father yell,
"No dinner for you, young lady!"
"Good," I answered. "I hope I starve to death, that'll show
you." God, I hated him.
Later, when my father was out of sight, my mother slipped up
the stairs with a sandwich and a glass of milk.
"Don't you ever tell your father I've done this," she told me.
"I won't," I said, as I gobbled it down. My face was wet and
hot, and when my mother put her cool hands against it, it felt so
good.
"You know, your father feels terrible about what happened,
just terrible," she said.
"Then why did he punish me?"
"Well, you were behaving like quite a little snot down there
before. No matter how bad he feels, he doesn't want you growing
up to be a snot now, does he?"
"But Mommy, it's just not fair. First, he takes away the best
thing I ever had-Appey. Then, he punishes me for something
that was his fault. He doesn't love me. I know it, but I don't care
because I hate him."
"That's just not true, he does love you, I know it. And he probably feels worse right now than you do. Fathers have a rotten job,
honey. Not only do they have to put up with as much as you or I,
but they have to pretend they don't feel a thing. That's hard. Now
I think you should apologize to your daddy first thing tomorrow,
and forgive him in your heart for what happened-he
was trying
to do his best."
"O.K., Mommy, I will." My voice was reluctant, and I sighed
heavily.
"Well, it's about time for little girls like you to be heading off
to bed. Now you get out some winter pajamas," she said.
I pulled from the drawer a pink flannel thing.
"My, where did you get an old, decrepit thing like that?" she
asked.
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"It's the nightgown from Aunt Elizabeth," I told her. The
flannel that had once seemed twenty inches thick was now like
toilet paper, and under the arms the sleeves were all ripped out.
"It's hard to believe that was once a Christmas present. It
doesn't look much like one now," she said.
"It doesn't feel much like one, either," I said as I pulled it over
my head.
"You know, It's hard to believe, but another Christmas is soon
approaching again. What do you want this year, darling?"
"I don't care," I said forlornly.
"Well, it doesn't matter," she said, "You go to sleep now, and
remember what I told you."
"OK, Mom, good night." I said. Then I put my head on the
pillow, closed my eyes, and dreamed of a field of clover and
alfalfa.
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